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On July 6, Argentine authorities seized a shipment of arms from South Africa headed for Peru,
setting off a war of words between the two governments. On July 14, an Argentine judge ordered the
release of the arms shipment, but not before Ecuador issued a complaint that Peru is buying arms
while peace talks between the two countries are in process.
During the South African cargo plane's stopover at the Ezeiza International Airport in Buenos
Aires, the Policia Aeronautica and the Comision Nacional de Control de Exportaciones Sensitivas y
Material Belico discovered the plane was carrying a shipment of grenade launchers. The authorities
ordered the shipment held pending an investigation.
Arms shipments are touchy issue Argentine authorities are particularly sensitive to possible illegal
arms shipments. An Argentine judge is now investigating military authorities and former defense
minister Oscar Camilion for illegal arms shipments from Argentina to Ecuador and Croatia in the
early 1990s.
The arms went to Ecuador during the 1995 conflict between that country and Peru, even though
Argentina was a guarantor country committed to fostering a peaceful solution to that conflict. Arms
were also allegedly sold to Croatia between 1991 and 1993, in violation of an international arms
embargo during the war in the former Yugoslavia (see NotiSur, 05/10/96 and 07/26/96).
The Argentine Air Force detained the South African shipment and called for an investigation.
Initial statements by Argentine authorities said the shipment was detained because of the "conflict
between Peru and Ecuador." Peruvian Defense Minister Gen. Cesar Saucedo reacted strongly,
saying "everyone knows that no conflict exists to justify such a measure." Saucedo called the action
unwarranted and illegal.
Peruvian President Alberto Fujimori said the Argentine government knew about the shipment since
it was scheduled to pass through Argentina. "This is a legal purchase of arms destined for Peru,"
said Fujimori. "This is not arms trafficking, but purchases made by the armed forces." In a radio
interview in London, the Peruvian president said the situation "is very different from the sale of
arms that Argentina made clandestinely directly to Ecuador" in 1995.
Peru's Foreign Minister Eduardo Ferrero Costa called for an urgent meeting with officials at the
Argentine Embassy to express Peru's "concern and surprise" regarding the incident and said
Argentina should weigh the value of maintaining positive, cordial relations with Peru. "We have
good relations with Argentina and hope this incident will not affect those relations," said Ferrero.
"We are confident that the authorities will realize that they have made an error and correct it."
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The Fuerza Aerea de Peru (FAP) threatened to recall its military attache in Argentina, Col. Juan
Zuniga, to protest the retention of the arms shipment, and the Peruvian military also threatened
to pull their officers out of training courses in Argentina. The situation became more complicated
when Argentine Judge Carlos Ferreira Pella said he had found discrepancies between the contents
of the shipment and the manifest, and was investigating further. On July 14, Judge Ferreiro said he
had determined that the retention was not justified, the shipment could proceed to Lima, and he
considered the matter closed.
Despite the resolution, Peru formally requested an explanation from Argentina. "We are a
mature country, the incident is over, but I think that we deserve an explanation by the Argentine
government," said Ferrero. Ferrero blamed Argentine authorities for creating an unnecessary
problem, which, he said, resulted from a mistranslation by someone in the Buenos Aires airport of
the English-language shipping documents. He said the matter was made worse when the Argentine
Air Force said the arms were being held because of the "conflict" between Ecuador and Peru.

Ecuador expresses displeasure at arms purchase
On his return to Peru from London, Fujimori said the arms were for "national defense." That
brought a strong reaction from Ecuador's former military chief, Gen. Paco Moncayo, who told the
Argentine press that "Peru is arming itself to the teeth" and setting off an arms race. Ecuador made
it clear it was not happy about the arms purchase. Ecuadoran diplomatic sources told the Argentine
daily Clarin that releasing the arms "is a sovereign decision" of Argentina, but "we have made our
position on the matter known."
The sources said that "it does not make sense that Peru is buying arms while a peace process in
underway. The attitude of the Peruvian government is contradictory." [Sources: Associated Press,
07/08/98; CNN, 07/09/98; The Miami Herald, 07/10/98; El Nuevo Herald (Miami), Reuters, 07/11/98,
07/15/98; Notimex, 07/08-11/98, 07/14/98, 07/15/98; Spanish news service EFE, 07/09-12/98, 07/14/98,
07/15/98; Clarin (Argentina), 07/15/98]
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